What Next?

Beth A. Cooper, PE INCE. Bd.Cert.

CAOHC
UPDATE

When the OHC Goes Home ...

The OHC’s Guide to Establishing an
Effective Hearing Conservation Program

Winter/Spring 2003

Representative on the CAOHC Council for the Institute of Noise Control Engineering

Part 1 in a series of 3:
Defining an Appropriate Role for the OHC

As an OHC, you belong to a multidisciplinary team of
professionals, each of whomisresponsiblefor adifferent facet
of the hearing conservation program. While some hearing
conservation functions require specific skills, credentials, or
education, there are many that may be assigned to any member
of the team, particularly to those who have attended a 20-hour
CAOHC-approved course. Rolesfor eachteammember may be
craftedtoaccommodatetheskill mix ontheteamandtheamount
of time each member is able to devote to hearing conservation.
Y our own persona rolewill depend asmuch onthecomposition
of the team as on your educational background and other job
duties.

Thisseriesof articleswill discusssomeof theresponsibilities
that may beassumed by any OHC who hasattended aCAOHC-
approved course, regardlessof prior experienceand educational
background. By combining as many of theseresponsibilitiesas
ispractical intoasinglerole, the OHC can becomeavisibleand
effectivefocal point of the program, even managing the efforts
of those team members who perform the specialized functions
for which specific skillsor credentialsarerequired. Thereisno
educationa or experience prerequisite for managing a hearing
conservation program, so an OHC whoisexcited about hearing
conservation should think about expanding the scope of thejob
to provide more persona challenge and job satisfaction while
providing better service for the program'’ s constituency.

The hearing conservation team

The hearing conservation team will usually include amix
of professionas, depending on the size and nature of the
organi zation and the personnel and financial resourcesthat are
available to support the hearing conservation program. At a
minimum, the team should include a Professional Supervisor
(whomust beeither anaudiol ogist or aphysician), oneor more
personswho are specifically trainedin noisemeasurement and
noise control engineering (such as a noise control engineer,
industrial hygienist, or safety engineer) and an audiologist
(and often an otolaryngologist) to whom employees may be
referred for follow-up when the Professional Supervisor
determines that the audiogram indicates the need for further
evaluation. Some of these team members may be full-time
employeeswho aredevotedtothehearing conservationprogram,
but in most instancesthey will be part-timeresources, some of
whomareconsultantscontracted to provideshort-term support
as needed.

After meeting these minimum program requirements, the
remainder of the program’s functions may be assigned to the
other team membersin any number of ways, depending onthe
sizeof theteamand pragmatic consi derationssuch asindividual
workload, relevant educational background, and personal
strengths. Of course, those team memberswho areinvolvedin
the audiometric monitoring program should have attended a
CAOHC-approved courseand obtained CAOHC certification.
Althoughit is not absolutely necessary for all members of the
team (other thanthosewho areconducting audiometri ctesting)
to be CAOHC-
certified or to have
attendedaCAOHC-
approved course, a
uniform level of
training will ensure
consistent and high-
quality delivery of
services and reduce
the likelihood of
conflictsbetweenthe
various elements of
the program.

Implementing an effective hearing
conservation programiis a team effort.

An appropriate
rolefor the OHC

Often, the CAOHC-trained OHC (who may assume,
either intentionally or by default, many of the remaining
program functions in addition to audiometric testing) is the
only full-timeor nearly full-timeteam member, and sometimes
he or she may be the only onewho islocated on-site. In many
cases, the involvement of the other team members revolves
aroundthisOHC andisactivated and coordinated by the OHC,
who then functions as the Hearing Conservation Program
Manager.

Although CAOHC training will prepare the OHC to take
an active role in many areas of the hearing conservation
program, thereare somelimitati onsthat should be observed by
the OHC and his/her management when defining the OHC’ s
role. First, although the OHC may function asthe manager of
the overall hearing conservation program, the audiometric
monitoring portion of the program must have an
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acknowledged Professional Supervisor who is either an
audiologist or physician. The Professional Supervisor and the
Hearing Conservation Program Manager work together, and
their roles are complementary. Defining and understanding
these two roles and their intended relationship isacritical step
in the establishment of an effective hearing conservation
program.This topic will be discussed further in the next
installment of this series.

Elements of an effective hearing conservation program

A successful hearing conservation program is a
multidisciplinary and multifaceted enterprise. By design, it
cannot becompl etely and effectively (or legally, for that matter)
maintai ned without the involvement of at |east three people, as
discussed above. By necessity, it often involves far more than
these three or more specidists, whose contributions, while
critically important, account for only asmall percentage of the
total programworkload. Theremaining programresponsibilities
may be divided up among the remaining team members in
accordancewithall of thefactorsthat influencetheorganization's
staffing decisions.

The elements of an effective hearing conservation program are:
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e Audiometrictesting

e Selection, provision and fitting of personal hearing
protection

» Employee and management training

 Program administration and management

» Audiogram review, referral, and follow-up

 Area noise monitoring and personal dosimetry

 Noise control engineering

Withtheexceptionof theitalicized e ementsabove (which
require additional specalized training), the other functions
provide ample opportunities for the CAOHC-trained OHC
and any other team members. Futureinstallmentsin thisseries
of articleswill discussselected program elementsin detail and
providesuggestionsonhowthey may beeffectively implemented
inthe context of the overall program. Particular emphasiswill
be placed on defining an appropriate role for the OHC in each
area and on how the OHC may combine some or al of these
responsibilitiesinto an effective and comprehensive program
management position.

Beth Cooper isan acoustical engineer and Manager of Acoustical Testing
Services at the NASA John H. Glenn Research Center at Lewis Field, where she

providesnoisecontrol engineering support to hel p Glenn Research Center’ sscience
experiment payl oadsmeet | nternational Space Station hearing conservationgoals.
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To besure, wefind quiet timesand not every non- %

occupational or non-noisy occupational experienceisa 80 -
loud one. Y et thereisagrowing set of information that
suggests we need to give the “quiet” world a serious 70 1
look. Moresamplingisneededtoget abetter perspective
on exposures beyond OSHA-or MSHA-regulated
workplaces.

Toputitall inperspective, itisworthrecalling that
inthenow classicU.S. Environmental ProtectionAgency
(EPA) Levels Document, scientists estimated that in
order to protect virtually theentirepopulation (“withan 30
adequatemargin of safety”) from any significant noise-
induced permanent threshol d shift (i.e., <5dB at 4kHz) 207
exposureswoul dhavetobelimitedtolevel snotexceeding 104
an L (24) of 70 dB. So perhaps indeed, our non-

60 -

50

40 1

Average Sound Level

90

7

occupational age-related hearinglossisn'tall just dueto 0
the aging of the organism.
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Part 2 in a series of 2:
Expanding the OHC’s role in the hearing conservation
program

Editorial Note: This article was planned for presentation in
3-parts [see reference next page]. The content has been edited
fo two parts.

This is the second installment in a two-part series of
articles about the CAOHC-trained OHC’s role in a
comprehensive hearing conservation program (HCP). For
most OHCs, activities related to audiometric testing occupy
the bulk of their day-to-day duties. However, there are many
roles beyond audiometry that may be effectively assumed by
a CAOHC-trained OHC. This installment will discuss several
functions that may be performed by CAOHC-trained OHCs in
the context of an occupational hearing conservation program.

The OHC works with the Professional Supervisor and
other professionals

In the first installment in this series (Cooper, 2003), we
reviewed the elements of a hearing conservation program
and discussed the need for at least two (and probably three)
members on the hearing conservation team. By law, an
audiologistor physician mustserve as Professional Supervisor
(PS) of the audiometric monitoring component of the hearing
conservation program. Often, there is also an additional
audiologist and/or otolaryngologist who provides follow-up
consultation for those cases referred by the Professional
Supervisor. The third essential member of even the most
skeletal hearing conservation teamis a qualified noise control
professional, who could develop engineered solutions to
noise exposure problems (and who may also handle noise
exposure assessments as well). With those exceptions, a
CAOHC-trained OHC can pick and choose liberally from
among the vast collection of duties and responsibilities that
comprise a comprehensive hearing conservation program,
combining them into a visible and satisfying position as the
focal point of the program.

The OHC’s primary role is in the clinic

The fundamental aspects of the OHC’s role consist of
duties associated with conducting air-conduction audiometry,
including baseline, annual, and retest exams. These exams
should include a visual and otoscopic inspection of the ear
(prior to audiometry) as well as taking an otological history, all
of which are often performed by the OHC. The OHC may
screen audiograms for review by the Professional Supervisor,
based on guidelines provided by the PS.

Daily care and calibration of audiometric equipment is
also typically the responsibility of the OHC, as should be the
maintenance of equipment calibration records and the
scheduling and documentation of other periodic equipment
calibrations, per regulatory requirements. Finally, the OHC
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can schedule and document the annual assessment of ambient
noise levels in the testing environment, although the
assessment will mostlikely be made by anindustrial hygienist
or other qualified team member.

Reasonable limitations on the OHC’s role protect both
the OHC and the employer

Unless the OHC has other specific training in audiology,
the OHC’s involvement in hearing testing is limited to pure-
tone air conduction testing. Furthermore, CAOHC training
does not prepare or qualify the OHC to interpret audiograms,
to determine work-relatedness, or to diagnose hearing
problems or medical conditions. OHCs who work closely
with their audiometric monitoring program’s Professional
Supervisor will find that there is a natural division in
responsibilities that accommodates both the limitations on
the OHC and the specific responsibilities of the Professional
Supervisor as defined by the Professional Supervisor’s
Scope of Practice (see CAOHC website for OHC Scope of

Practice at http://www.caohc.org/scopeofpractice.html and
the Professional Supervisor Scope of Practice at: http://

www.caohc.org/professionalsupervisor.html). Whether the
PS and OHC work together in the same physical location or
are separated geographically, the OHC must act with the
direction and support of the Professional Supervisor, despite
organizational and geographic challenges that may complicate
the working relationship.

CAOHC-trained OHCs who take their responsibilities
seriously will understand the importance of the training
they’ve completed and will not attempt to “train” other
OHCsin lieu of their attending a CAOHC-approved training
course. Additionally, OHCs will not allow the unauthorized
use of their personal CAOHC certification number.

OHCs may expand their clinic role into program
management

Despite the limitations on the OHC’s role and the
requirement for a qualified Professional Supervisor, there
are ample opportunities for OHCs to become more involved
in the management of the hearing conservation program and
tocontribute inaquantifiable way to the success and regulatory
compliance of the audiometric monitoring element of the
program. In particular, management of an audiometric
database is an important responsibility that dovetails well
with the OHC’s other job functions and is one that has adirect
impact on the success and regulatory compliance of the
overall program. Tracking exam dates, scheduling annual
audiometric exams and retests, and notifying employees
regarding the results of audiometric exams can present a
rigorous challenge, particularly in larger programs. Whether
or not the goals are acknowledged and vigorously embraced
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by the employer, they can be daunting for any OHC: attaining
100% participation in annual testing and achieving complete
follow-through on employees who have demonstrated an STS.
In addition to scheduling and conducting the audiometric
exams, the OHC’s role can include preparing associated
documentation and satisfying regulatory record-keeping
requirements, as well as developing and reporting performance
and regulatory compliance metrics for the audiometric
monitoring program.

The OHC can become the recognized ‘“face’ of the Hearing
Conservation Program

Although the Professional Supervisor of the audiometric
monitoring component of the program must be an audiologist
or physician, that person need only be involved in the clinical
aspects of the hearing conservation program. The CAOHC-
trained OHC is appropriately qualified and often well-positioned
to function as the focal point for the management of the overall
hearing conservation program. An OHC who is excited about
hearing conservation will likely want to consider an expanded
role that provides opportunities to work with the other members
of the hearing conservation program team. For instance, the
OHC can be responsible for notifying industrial hygiene and/or
safety personnel when an STS has been demonstrated by an
employee assigned to a particular work area. More importantly,
the OHC can then coordinate the successful implementation of
whatever follow-up actions are appropriate, including
investigative noise exposure assessments and any resulting
noise control engineering interventions. The importance of a
central focal point cannot be underestimated, since the
interdependence of employee audiometric test results and noise
exposures can be positively affected only if it is understood and
acknowledged by all program stakeholders.

The OHC’s role as the “face” of the hearing conservation
program is most important when interacting with the program’s
constituency (the noise-exposed employees). Although much
of the follow-up activity will take place between the employee
and an audiologistor physician whenan STS has been identified,
OHCs who desire more direct contact with their constituents
will seek to further expand their responsibilities to include
providing the counseling that is required by law for employees
who have demonstrated an STS. This conversation affords a
critical opportunity for the OHC to affirm the credibility of the
hearing conservation program and to positively affect the life of
anemployee; the credibility and care with which this counseling
should be offered cannot be overstated.

CAOHC training prepares OHCs to assume significant and
visible responsibilities outside of the clinic

By virtue of their CAOHC training, OHCs are uniquely
qualified on the hearing conservation team to assume
responsibility for selecting, fitting, dispensing, and monitoring
the use of personal hearing protectors in the workplace. In
addition, the employee counseling that follows the identification
of an STS includes providing and/or refitting personal hearing
protection.

Undoubtedly, the most exciting opportunities for the OHC
to influence the success of the hearing conservation program
involvedeveloping and conducting annual hearing conservation

training for noise-exposed employees and their management.
The OHC’s position as the focal point of the program provides
both the authority from which to speak and a vantage point from
which to compile a comprehensive training session that speaks
to all of the elements of the hearing conservation program in a
way thatmotivates and educates both employees and management.

As with the audiometric monitoring element of the program,
there is the need for disciplined and capable scheduling and
tracking of hearing conservation training so that all exposed
employees receive annual training that meets regulatory
requirements. Likewise, the need exists for developing and
reporting metrics that quantify regulatory compliance with
hearing-conservation-training attendance requirements. There
is some economy of scale associated with combining the two
databases so that training and audiometric monitoring compliance
are managed by the same person.

The exact composition of a particular OHC’s job will
depend on the organization of the hearing conservation program,
the composition of the hearing conservation team, and the
particular interests of the OHC. CAOHC training provides
ample options and flexibility for OHCs to fully participate in and,
often, to manage the hearing conservation program. An OHC
who seeks personal challenge and increased job satisfaction may
wantto consider amore comprehensiverolein the implementation
and management of the hearing conservation program. Whatever
the roles offered to the OHC by their supervisors, and whatever
increased roles are sought by the OHC, CAOHC encourages the
highestlevel of professionalism possible in hearing conservation
efforts. Everyone’s roles are vital!
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